CHAPTER 4

The explanatory role of being rational*
Michael Smith

Humeans hold that actions are movements of an agent’s body that are
suitably caused by a desire that things be a certain way and a belief on the
agent’s behalf that something she can just do, namely perform a move-
ment of her body of the kind to be explained, has some suitable chance of
making things that way (Davidson 1963). Movements of the body that are
caused in some other way are not actions, but are rather things that merely
happen to agents.

Actions can, of course, be explained in other ways. Perhaps every action
can be explained by neural activity, or by goings on at the sub-atomic
level, and presumably many actions can be explained by the states of the
world that make the beliefs that figure in Humean explanations true: that
is, the states that make those beliefs knowledge. But Humeans insist that
belief-desire explanations are distinctive because their availability is what
makes our bodily movements into actions {Davidson 1971a). A belief-
desire explanation of a bodily movement is thus, as we might put it, a
constirutive explanation of an action (Smith 1998). Other explanations of
actions may be available, but they are all non-constitutive: their availabil-
ity is not what makes our bodily movements into actions.

We can represent the Humean’s view as in figure 1.

Humeans may seem to hold that the constitutive explanation of an
action has four basic elements: two psychological (a desire foran end and a
means-end belief), one non-psychological (a bodily movement), and a
relation that holds between them (a causal relation of the right kind). The
main task of this essay is, however, to argue that this appearance is
misleading. Humeans decompose actions into five basic clements, not
four, as they posit rhree psychological elements, not two. An additional
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Figure 7. Hurnean account of the constitutive explanation of an action

psychological element — the agent’s possession and exercise of his rational
capacities — is represented by the “—7 sign.

So, at any rate, I shall argue (section 1). Bur once we acknowledge that
an agent’s possession and exercise of his rational capacities is part of the
constitutive explanation of an action, a further question naturally suggests
itself. To what extent can an agent’s possession and exercise of his rational
capacities be a part of a non-constitutive explanation of an action? As we
shall see, the Humean’s concession that an agent’s possession and exercise
of his rational capacities is part of the constitutive explanation of an action
makes possible an answer to this question that is radically at odds with
Hume’s own strictures (section 2).

I HEMPEL VS DAVIDSON ON THE EXPLANATION OF ACTION

The idea that explanations of actions require an extra psychological
element beyond desire and belief is not original to me. The idea emerged
many years ago as a point of disagreement between two Humeans, Carl
Hempel and Donald Davidson, over the proper form of a fully spelled-
out action explanation {Hempel 1961, Davidson 1976).

According to Hempel, explanations of action must conform to the
following schema:

A was in a situation of type C
A was a rational agent

In a situation of type C any rational agent will do x
Therefore A did x

(Hempel 1961: 201)
a schema which he fills out as follows:

When we call someone a rational agent, we assert by implication that he will
behave in certain characteristic ways if he finds himself in cerain kinds of
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situations; but . . . those situations cannot be described simply in terms of certain
environmental condirions and external stimuli; for characreristically they include
the agent’s having certain objectives and entertaining certain relevant beliefs.
(Fempel 1961 292-293)

We atcribute certain desires and beliefs to an agent (chis is what is
captured in the first claim of the schema), and we also make the substan-
tive claim that the agent is rational and hence will respond in certain
characteristic ways to those desires and beliefs (this is what is said in the
second claim of the schema). Given that actions are among the character-
istic responses that rational agents have to their desires and beliefs (this is
what is said in the third claim of the schema), it follows that we are
thereby in a position to derive a conclusion about how the agent in
question will act.

There are various questions we might ask about Hempel’s schema. In
particular, we might ask how plausible it is to suppose, as Hempel does,
that there are strict empirical generalizations of the kind he imagines there
10 be (see again the third claim of the schema), generalizations which in
turn allow us to explain actions not just causally, but in terms of Hempel's
own deductive-nomological model. For present purposes, however, we
can be more relaxed about these empirical generalizations. What is to be
at issue here is not the plausibility of fashioning such claims so that we can
fit action explanations into Hempel’s deductive nomological model, but
rather his suggestion that an agent’s being rational is a distinct psycho-
logical element in any such explanation.

Hempel puts the crucial point this way:

[lnformation to the effect thae agent A was in a situation of kind C, and thar
in such 2 situation the rational thing to do'is x, affords grounds for believing that
it would have been rational for A to do x; but not for believing that A did #n fact
do x. To justify this latter belief, we clearly need a further explanatory assump-
tion, namely that — at least ar the time in question — A was a rational agent and
thus was disposed to do whatever was radonal under the circumstances. (Hempel

1961 290)

We need such a further explanatory assumption, according to Hempel,
because

there are various kinds of circumstances in which we might well leave our belief-
and goal-attributions unchanged and abandon instead the assumption of ration-
ality. First of all, in deciding upon his action, a person may well ovetlook certain
relevant items of information which he clearly knows or at least believes to be
true and which, if properdy taken into account, would have called for a different

The explanatory vole of being rational 61

course of action. Second, the agent may overlook certain items in the total goal
he is clearly secking to atrain, and may thus decide upon an action that is not
rational as judged by his objectives and beliefs. Thirdly, even if the agent were to
take into account all aspects of his total goal as well as all the relevant information
at his disposal, and even if he should go through deliberate “calculation of means
to be adopted toward his chosen end”. . . the result may stilf fail to be a rational
decision because of some logical flaw in his caleutation. It is quite clear that there
could be strong evidence, in certain cases, that an agent had actually fallen short
of rationality in one of the ways here suggested; and indeed, if his decision had
been made under pressire of rime or under emotional strain, fatigue, or other
disturbing influences, such deviations from rationality would be regarded as quite
likely. (Hempel 1961: 297)

Though rational agents respond in characteristic ways to their desires and
beliefs, Hempel’s idea thus seems to be that it is possible, and perhaps
even likely, when agents are under certain sorts of pressure — “emotional
strain, fatigue, or other disturbing influences” — that they do not respond
in one of these ways. In such cases they will not be rational and so we
won't be able to explain their doing what they do in the way characeristic
of action.

Let's apply Hempel’s ideas to a very simplified case. Imagine an agent,
John, who has a non-instrumental desire to get healthier and the belief
that something he can just do, namely flex his biceps, would make him
healthier. Tmagine further that, as a result, John flexes his biceps. If
Hempel is right then the fully spelled-out explanation of his action must
contain at least the following three elements:

(1) John desires to get healthier
(2) John believes thar he can ger healthier by flexing his biceps
(3) John is instrumentally rarional

.. (4) John flexes his biceps

(3) is necessary, Hempel seems to be saying, because John may have a
non-instrumental desire to get healthier and a belief that he can ger
healthier by flexing his biceps but, because he is instrumentally irrational,
not form the instrumental desire to flex his biceps, and so not flex his
biceps.

I take it that this possibility is either part of what Hempel had in mind,
or is in any event a natural extension of what he had in mind, when he
said that when an agent is set to act we need to allow for the possibility of
a “logical flaw in his calculation.” Since, in the circumstances, there is no
way that John will flex his biceps if he doesn’t have the instrumental desire
to do so, it follows that if flexing his biceps is something that John is to do



G2 MICHAEL SMITH

then he must have more than the non-instrumental desire and means-end
belief mentioned in (1) and (2). He must purt these together in the way in
which someone who is instrumentally rational would and actually desire
the means. This is whar (3) guarantees. Absent his putting them together
he will not be instrumentally rational and so we won’t be able to explain
his doing anything in the way characteristic of action because he won’t act.

Note, however, that we require a particular interpretation of (3) in
order to secure this result. The claim that John is instrumentally rational
is ambiguous between two readings. I will call the first of these the “pure-
capacity” reading and the second the “capacity-plus-exercise” reading. On
the pure-capacity reading, all that (3) says is that John bas the capacity to
be instrumentally rational in the circumstances. So understood, (3) is true
even when John fails to exercise that capacity in the circumsrances. This is
plainly too weak to guarantee the truth of (4). For the truth of (4) requires
at the very least that John has an instrumental desire to flex his muscles,
something he won't have if he doesa’t exercise his capacity. What Hempel
must have had in mind, then, is a stronger reading of (3) than the pure-
capacity reading,

On the alternative capacity-plus-exercise reading, (3) says that John has
and exercises the capacity to be instrumentally rational. In so doing, it
thereby guarantees that John has the instrumental desire to flex his
biceps, because an exercisc of a capacity for instrumental rationality, in
the presence of a relevant non-instrumental desire and a means-end
belief, is all it takes to bring an instrumental desire into existence. Indeed,
we might well think that what it is for John's instrumental desire to flex
his biceps to come into existence isn’t for a separate entity above and
beyond his non-instrumental desire and means-end belief to come into
existence — an instrumental desire isn’t like a new baby that is born to its
non-instrumental desire and means-end belief parents — but is rather
simply for John’s non-instrumental desire and means-end belief to be
brought together by the exercise of his capacity to be instrumentally
carional in the circumstances (Smith 2004). So understood — perhaps
together with some furcher plausible assumptions as well — (1)-(3) do
indeed seem to entail (4).

My suggestion that there is an extra psychological element in a
Humean constitutive explanation of an action can now be stated racher
simply. Every constitutive explanation of an action, I want to suggest,
comprises three basic psychological elements: a desire, a means-end belief,
and the agent’s exercise of her capacity to be instrumentally rational. This
is what the “+” in figure 1 represents. What makes a bodily movernient
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into an action is the fact that these three elements combine to cause the
bodily movement in the right way. In order to reach this conclusion,
however, we must first address some problems with Hempel's own view.
To anticipate, though the worries with Hempel’s view are well founded,
they point the way to 2 more nuanced view, where the more nuanced
view is the one just stated: constitutive explanations of actions comprise
three basic psychological elements: desire, means-end belief, and agents’
exercise of their capacity to be instrumentally rational.

The problems with Hempel's own view are well brought out by
Davidson in his commentary on “Rational Action.” Davidson bautks at
the suggestion that we need to make the substantive empirical assumption
that an agent is rational ~ an assumption like the one we just made with
respect to John’s being instrumentally rational — and cite thar fact about
him as part of the explanation we give of any action:

Hempel says rationality is a kind of character trait: some people have it and
some dor’t, and it may come and go in the same individual. No doubt some
people are more rational than others, and all of us have our bad moments. And
perhaps we can propose some fairly objective criteria for testing when someone
has the trait; if so, knowing whether someone is rational at a given time may
help us to explain, and even predict, his behaviour, given his beliefs and desires.
But reference to such a trait does not seem. 1o me to provide the generality for
reason explanations Hempel wants. For in the sense in which rationality is a trait
that comes and goes, it can’t be an assumption needed for every reason explan-
ation. People who don’t have the trait are still agents, have reasons and motives,
and act on them. Their reasons are no doubt bad ones. But until we can say what
their reasons are — that is, explain or characterize their actions in terms of their
motives — we are in no position to say the reasons are bad. So being in a position
to call 2 person rational, trrational, or nonrational in this sense presupposes that
we have already found it possible to give reason explanations of his actions . . .
What is needed, if reason explanations are to be based on laws, is not a test of when
a person is rational, but of when a person’s reasons — his desires and heliefs — will
result, in the right way, in an action. At this point the assumption of rationalicy
seems in danger of losing empirical content. (Davidson 1976: 266-267)

We can discern several points here, points that it would be best o state
and evaluate separately.

The first is that agents can only be assessed as being more or less
rational against a background assumption that they have desires and
beliefs and act, and hence against a background assumption of being
rational. The idea here is, of course, the familiar Davidsonian:one that
being at least minimally rational is a precondition of a creature’s having
desires and beliefs at all (Davidson 19703, 1971h). Let’s concede that this
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is so. Does that concession undermine the plausibility of the claim that
every action explanation requires the substantive assumption that an
agent is rational? Well, if when we say that an agent is rational all we
mean is that she is minimally rational, in the familiar Davidsonian
sense, then there would be nothing substantive added by the assumption
of rationality, given that the agents in question are already being said to
have certain desires and beliefs. In terms of Hempel's original schema,
the second claim (“A was a rational agent”) would follow # prieri from
the first (“A was in a situation of type C”). An agent’s being minimally
rational is, after all, a precondition of her having desires and beliefs. But
being minimally rational plainly isn’t what the assumption of instru-
mental rationality discussed earfier amounts to. It amounts rather to
ruling out the possibility that an agent may desire some end and have a
relevant means-end belief, but not desire the means. This kind of
rationality is distinct from the minimal rationality that is required for
a creature to have desires and beliefs at all, for, assuming that the
creature has desires and beliefs, it simply amounts to the requirement
that the desires and means-end beliefs are put together in such a way as
to make it true that the agent has an instrumental desire. The first point
that we can discern in the passage from Davidson is thus correct, but
irrelevant.

The second point is, however, far more telling. Consider a case in
which there is, as Hempel puts it, “strong evidence . . . that an agent hals]
actually fallen short of rationality in one of the ways here suggested™
A case in which an agent’s decision is “made under pressure of time or
under emotional strain, fatigue, or other disturbing influences,” pressure
of a kind that makes “deviations from rationality . . . quite likely.” Suppose,
for example, that John desires to get healthier and believes that he can get
healthier by flexing his muscles —a regime of exercise is just what's needed
but fatigue makes him instrumentally irrational. He doesn’t form an
instrumental desire to flex his muscles. Instead, let’s suppose, he relaxes
and watches TV. The trouble is thar, if this is what John does, be szill acts.
His relaxing on the couch and watching TV is an action, not something
that merely happens to him. And, of course, to the extent that he acts, he
also forms some instrumental desire: in this case, the instrumental desire
to relax on the couch and watch TV. But if this is right then, in whatever
sense it is true that John exhibits inscrumental irrationality in such a case,
it cannot be required that his being instrumentally rational, in thar very
respect, is an essential element of every action explanation. We will recurn
to this point presently. '
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The third point builds on the second. Conceding now that agents do
indeed display a kind of instrumental rationality every time they act, it
focuses more squarely on whether being instrumentally rational in that
sense could be a part of the explanation of every action. Davidson’s
suggestion is that it could not. For, his idea seems to be, being instru-
mentally rational in that sense is not conceptually distinct from the thing
that it would have to explain, which is the agent’s desires and means-end
beliefs causing action in the right way. An agent’s having and exercising
his capacity to be instrumentally rational in the circumstances just is a
marter of his acting on his desires and means-end beliefs in those circum-
stances, or so Davidson suggests. His having and exercising that capacity
thus cannot be a distinct element in the explanation. (In terms of figure 1,
the element that I think is represented by “+” is, Davidson seems to
think, already represented by the “—7.)

There are two responses we might make to this third point. The first is
that, since an agent’s possession of an instrumental desire would appear to
be one state of an agent, and the bodily movement that that instrumental
desire may or may not cause is a distinct event, so, on the face of it at least,
Davidson seems quite wrong to suppose that the agent’s possession and
exercise of the capacity to be instrumentally rational is not logically
distinct from his desires and means-end beliefs causing his bodily move-
ment in the right way. An agent’s possession and exercise of his capacity to
be instrumentally rational guarantees that his desires and means-end
beliefs are pur together in such a way as to make it true that he has the
instrumental desire. It does not guarantee that that instrumental desire, in
turn, causes a bodily movement.

In fact, however, this first response fails to appreciate the full force of
Davidson’s objection. In order to see why, we need to remember why
Davidson introduced the idea that desites and beliefs must cause bodily
movements in the right way for those bodily movements to count as
actions. The problem, as he saw things, was that reflection on a range
of examples shows that though causation by a desire and belief is a
necessary condition for a bodily movement’s being an action, it isn’t clear
what you need to add in order to provide a necessary and sufficient
condition — or rather, it isn't clear what you need to add beyond the
uninformartive further requirement that the desire and belief must cause
the bodily movement in the right way. The examples he had in mind were
all cases of internal wayward cawsal chains (Davidson 1973): This is
important, as the solution to the problem of internal wayward causal
chains turns out to be very close to the issue at hand: very close t settling
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whether or not an agent’s being rational is, or is not, conceprually distinct
from his acting at all.

Imagine an actor playing a role that calls for her to shake as if extremely
nervous. We can readily suppose that, despite the fact that she wants to
play her role and believes that she can do so by shaking, once she gets on
stage her desire and belief so unnerve her that she is overcome and
rendered totally incapable of action. Instead of playing her role as
required, she just stands there, shaking nervously. What examples like
this suggest is that it is insufficient for an agent’s bodily movements to
be actions that she has relevant desires and beliefs that cause those
movements. An agent may well have desires and beliefs that cause such
movements, and yet, because they cause those movements in the wrong
way, the movements aren’t actions. In order to give necessary and suffi-
cient conditions for an agent’s bodily movements to be actions we there-
fore need to rule out the possibility of such wayward causal chains. In this
particular case, we would need to rule out the possibility of the agent’s
desires and beliefs causing her to shake via causing her to become nervous.

Though Davidson is pessimistic about the possibility of doing this in
anything other than the uninformative way — desires and beliefs must cause
the bodily movements in the right way — othets think it is plain what is
needed (Peacocke 1979). The crucial feature in all such cases, they say, is that
the match between what the agent does and the content of her desires and
beliefs is entirely fluky. In the case just described, for example, it is entirely
fluky that the actor wanted to make just the movements that her nerves
subsequently caused. In order to state a sufficient condition for an agent’s
bodily movementss being actions, we must therefore ensure that her move-
ments are especially sensitive to the content of her desires and beliefs, as
opposed to being sensitive to the operation of wayward factors like nerves.
The movement of an agent’s body is an action, the suggestion goes, only if,
in addition to the other conditions, over a range of desires and beliefs that
the agent might have had that differ ever so slightly in their content,
she would stilf have performed an appropriate bodily movement. Suppose
she had desired to act nervously and believed that she could do so making
her teeth chatter. Then she would have made her teeth chatrer. Or suppose
she had desired to act nervously and believed that she could do so by
walking around wringing her hands. Then she would have walked around
wringing her hands. And so on. This further condition of non-flukiness is
cleatly violated in cases of internal wayward causal chains because, even if
the actor had had such ever-so-slightly different desires and beliefs, her
nerves would still have caused her to shake when she went on stage.  ~
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Whether or not this further requirement turns the necessaty condition
into a necessary and sufficient condition is a moot point (see Sehon 2005).
But, for present purposes, that's not what's important. What's important
is rather that everyone seems agreed that there is indeed some such
requirement on the relationship between an agent’s bodily movements
and her desires and beliefs for those bodily movements to count as
actions. But consider now the requirement itself. What does it amount
to? It amounts to nothing less than the requirement that the agent has and
exercises the capacity to be instrumentally rational in 4 very local dowmain.
For a desire and belief to cause a bodily movement in the right way
for that bodily movement to count as an action, is, frser alia, for the agent
to have and exercise her capacity to be instrumentally rational in
those circumstances. In the example just discussed, she mustn’t just have
the instrumental desire to shake, bur must also be such that she would
have had the instrumental desire to wring her hands if she had believed
that wringing her hands was a way of acting nervous; that she would have
had the instrumental desire to make her teeth chatcer if she had believed
that making her teeth chatter was a way of acting nervous; and so on.
The requirement that desires and beliefs cause actions in the right way
thus does indeed seem to entail that the agent has and exercises the capacity
to be instrumentally rational, at least in 2 very local domain. So far, then,
the main thrust of Davidson’s third point would appear on the mark,

What 1 want to argue now, however, is that the capacity to be instru-
mentally rational whose exercise plays an explanatory role in the produc-
tion of action need not be the exercise of the very localized capacity to be
inscrumentally rational thar Davidson has in mind. In order to see that
this is so, however, we will need to consider the various ways in which an
agent’s being more fully instrumentally rational in the circumstances in
which he acts may and may not manifest itself, and how this differs from
the manifestation conditions of the very localized capacity that Davidson
has in mind. So let’s begin by imagining a very simple example. Suppose
that John has a non-instrumental desire to get healthier and that he
believes there are two ways in which he could bring this about. He believes
that his getting healthier would result from flexing his biceps or from
flexing his triceps, but he does not believe that he could flex his biceps and
his triceps at the same time. If John were fully instrumentally rational,
what would he desire in this case?

The answer is that if John were fully instrumentally rational then he
would put his non-instrumental desire to get healthier together with each
of these beliefs. This is because his non-instrumental desire is already
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targeted, 50 to speak, on each of these ways the world could be. He desires
the realization of the possibility that he is healthy, and he believes that this
possibility partitions into two sub-possibilides: The possibility that he
flexes his biceps and the possibility that he flexes his triceps. Putting at
least one of his means-end beliefs together with his non-instrumental
desiré would allow him to be instrumentally rational to a certain degree —
that would amount to a very local exercise of his capacity to be instru-
mentally rational — but he would be more instrumentally rational if he
wete to put his non-instrumental desire rogether with both his means-end
beliefs. He would be more instrumentally rational because doing so
prepares him for action in a modally strong sense: he is actually such
that, had he believed himself unable to (say) flex his biceps, he would still
have desired to flex his triceps, and vice versa. If, as seems plausible, being
fully instrumentally rational is a marter of maximal preparedness to act in
this modally strong sense, then being fully instrumentally rational would
seem to require him to have both an instrumental desire to flex his biceps
and an instrumental desire to flex his triceps.

Moreover, sticking with this case, being fully instrumentally rational
would seem to have implications for the strengths of John’s instrumental
desires. If, for example, he is equally confident about the two causal claims
just made — equally confident that flexing his biceps will cause him to get
healthier and that flexing his ericeps will cause him to get healthier — then,
if he were fully instrumentally rational, he would be indifferent between
the two options: his instrumental desires would be equally strong. But if
he is more confident of one than the other, then it seems that, in order to
satisfy all of the demands of instrumental rationality, his instrumental
desize for the one about which he is more confident would have o be
stronger. The effect of decreased confidence should be to dilute desire for
that option. This, too, manifests itself modally. If John is fully instrumen-
tally rational then he is actually such that he instrumentally desires more

at about which he is more confident, but had he believed that to be
impossible, he would have instrumentally desired that about which he is
fess confident. So even though agents might be instrumentally rational to
the extent that their non-instrumental desires are suitably related to two
means-end beliefs they have, they might still fail to meer instrumental
rationality’s further demand on the strengths of their two instrumental
desires.

Instrumenta) rationality would seem to make other more global
demands on agent’s instrumental desises, as well. Suppose this time that
John has two desires, a non-instrumental desire to get healthier and a
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non-instrumental desire for knowledge, and that he believes ali of the
following: that flexing his biceps causes health, that reading causes knowl-
edge, and that he cannot flex his biceps and read at the same time.
Finally, just to keep things simple, suppose he is equally confident about
each of these things and that he has no further desires or beliefs. If John
were fully instrumentally rational, then the considerations adduced above
would seem to apply equally to the two non-instrumental desires. Instru-
mental rationality requires that his two non-instrumental desires be
suitably refated to each of his means-end beliefs. If he were instrumentally
rational then he would have both an instrumental desire to flex his biceps
and an instrumental desire to read.

Moreover it once again scems that, though he might be instrumentally
rational in this local sense, he might fail to meet a further demand that
inscrumental rationality makes on the strengths of these instrumental
desires. If his non-instrumental desires for health and knowledge are
equally strong then it seems that, if he were instrumentally rational, he
would be indifferent between the two options: his instrumental desires to
flex his biceps and to read would be equally strong. Bur if one of his non-
instrumental desires is stronger than the other then it seems that, in order
to satisfy the more global demands of instrumental rationality, his instru-
mental desire for the one which leads to the outcome that he desires more
strongly would have to be stronger. The effect of having one desire greater
than another in the face of equal confidence about the ways in which
those desires can be satisfied should be to intensify the desire for the
means to that which one desires more. '

There are also cases that contain elements of both those discussed thus
far. Suppose that John has a stronger non-instrumental desire to ger
healthier and a weaker non-instrumental desire for knowledge, and that
he believes that flexing his biceps causes health, that reading causes
knowledge, and that he cannot exercise and read at the same time, but
that he is more confident of the connection between reading and knowl-
edge than he is about the connection between flexing his biceps and
health. What does inscrumental rationality require in that case? Once
again, it seems that if John were fully instrumentally rational then he
would have instrumental desires both to exercise and to read, where the
strengths of these instrumental desires would depend on the strengths of
his two non-instrumental desires and the levels of confidence associated
with his two means-end beliefs. Indeed, if his confidence is greater
enough, then instrumental rationality may even require that the instru-
mental desire to read is stronger than the instrumental desire to flex his




70 MICHAEL SMITEH

biceps, notwithstanding the fact that the non-instrumental desire for
knowledge thar partially constitutes it is weaker than the non-instrumental
desire for heaith which partially constitutes the instrumental desire to flex
his biceps.

Let’s now return to Davidson’s suggestion that there is nothing for an
agent’s being locally instrumentally rational in the circumstances to
amount 1o beyond the fact that his desires and means-end beliefs issue
in action. We can now see that, even when an agent’s desires and means-
end beliefs do issue in action, and hence the agent is instrumentally
rational to some extent — the agent has and exercises his capacity for
instrumental rationality in the very localized domain entailed by causation
in the right way — there are at least two quite distinct ways the agent might
be counterfactually. These two possibilities tusn on the exzent to which the
agent is instrumentally rational in the circumstances.

Sticking with our very simple example, suppose that John has an
intrinsic desire to get healthier and that he believes both that he could
get healthy by flexing his biceps and by flexing his triceps, but that he is
more confident of the former than the latter and hence, because he is
inscrumentally rational to a certain extent and has no other desires and
means-end beliefs, he has a stronger instrumental desire to flex his biceps
and so flexes his biceps. From this description of the case we cannot tell
how strong John’s instrumental desire to flex his biceps is. We know that
it is stronger than his instrumental desire to flex his triceps, but that
doesn’t entail it is as strong as it should be, if he were fully instrumentally
rational, for that requires that the strength of his instrumental desire to
flex his biceps reflects the strength of both his non-instrumental desire to
get healthier and his confidence that flexing his biceps will lead to his
getding healthier. So far, all we know is that it reflects his degrees of
confidence. Whar does this further difference consist in?

The answer is that it consists in facts about what (say) John would have
done if he had also had a weaker non-instrumental desire for knowledge,
but had had the same level of confidence that reading a book would
provide him with knowledge as that flexing his biceps would make him
healthy. One answer to this counterfactual question is that, since John’s
instrumental desire to flex his biceps would have been stronger than his
instrumental desire to read a book, he would still have flexed his biceps.
Another is that, since his instrumental desire to flex his biceps would have
been wealker than his inszrurmental desire to read a book, he would have
read a book. If the answer is the first then, in the actual circumstances, it
follows thart John is instrumentally rational to a greater extent than he'is if
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the answer is the second. For in that case the strength of his instrumental
desire to flex his biceps reflects not just his confidence levels about the
effect of flexing his biceps and triceps on his health, but also the strength
of his non-instrumental desire to get healthier.

We are now in a position to see why Davidson is quite wrong to suggest
that, since being instrumentally rational in a very local domain is entailed
by an agent’s desires and means-end beliefs causing his bodily movement
in the right way, it follows that his being instrumentally rational cannot be
a part of the explanation of his action. Different agents possess the
capacity to be instrumentally rational to very different extents, and the
extent to which they possess this capacity, and whether or not they
exercise their capacity to whatever extent they have it, fixes not just what
actually happens when they act — fixes not just that they do exercise their
capacity to be instrumentally rational in the very local domain - bur also
what they would do in various counterfactual circumstances, circum-
stances in which they have very different non-instrumental desires, or in
which their beliefs about their options are very different. It is thus an
agent’s possession and exercise of his capacity to be inscumentally
rational to the specific extent that he bas it and exercises it that figures in
the explanation of his actions. To be sure, some agents may be so
minimally instrumentally rational that, when they act, they thereby
exercise all of the capacity to be instrumentally rational that they have.
This is, if you like, the limit case of an agent. But not all agents are the
limit case of an agent. Some are far more instrumentally rational than that
and, when they act, they exercise their far more extensive capacity to be
instrumentally rational. This more extensive capacity is what's involved in
the explanation of their actions. This is evident from the very different
counterfactuals that are true of them.

What is thus true, of course — and perhaps this is what misled
Davidson ~ is that the minimum required for a bodily movement to be
an action is that the agent possesses and exercises the very local capacity
for instrumental rationality required for his desires and beliefs to cause his
bodily movement in the right way. But it would be a fallacy to move from
this to the conclusion that it is an agent’s possession and exercise of the
minimal capacity that figures in the explanation of his actions. It would be
a fallacy on a par with supposing thart, just because all that is strictly
necessary for an agent to intentionally flip the switch (say) is thache has 2
very specific desire concerning the outcome of his flipping the: switch, so
the only desires that are ever part of the explanation of any agent’s
flippings of switches are desires with very specific contents.
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Let me summarise. Hempel claimed, and Davidson denied, that an
agent’s being rational is a part of the explanation of every action. David-
son’s argument against Hempel in effect takes the form of a dilemma. On
the first horn, Hempel is committed to the conclusion that agents who are
\rrational never act. But that’s plainiy not true, even by Hempel's own
lights. On the other horn, Hempel is claiming thar the minimal exercise
of instrumental rationality that is necessary whenever agents act on their
desires and belicfs is itself a part of the explanation of those actions. But,
while it is true that every agent who acts must possess and exercise the
capacity for instrumental rationality in that very local domain, since this is
entailed by the face that their non-instrumental desires and means-end
beliefs cause their bodily movements in the right way, it cannot be a
separate causal element in that explanation. It simply falls out of the
account we give of what it is for desires and beliefs to cause actions in the
tight way.

Against this, T have argued thar though a minimal exercise of instru-
mental rationality is indeed necessary whenever an agent acs, it does not
follow from this that what agents exercise, when they act, is 2 minimal
capacity to be instrumentally rational. Agents are instrumentally rational
to different degrees and they exercise whatever capacities they have to
different degrees. This is why very different counterfactuals are true of
agents depending, first, on the extent 1 which they are instrumentally
rational, and second, on whether their being instrumentally rational to
that extent is or is not a part of the explanation of their bodily move-
ments. This, it seems to me, is the crucial insight that we discover when
we think through Davidson’s disagreements with Hempel about the
explanatory role of being rational. Hempel is essentially right. The
Humean account of a constitutive explanation of an action posits three
distinctive psychological elements, not two. Actions are bodily move-
ments that are caused in the right way by desires, beliefs, and exercises
of the capacity, which agents may have to a greater ora lesser extent, to be
instrumentally rational.

2 ARE THERE ANY DISTINCTIVE NON-CONSTITUTIVE
EXPLANATIONS OF ACTION?

Once we acknowledge that an agent’s possession and exercise of his
capacity to be instrumentally rational is part of the constitutive explan-
ation of an action, a further question naturally suggests itself. To What
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extent can an agent’s possession and exercise of his rational capacities be a
part of a distinctive non-constitutive explanation?

Non-constitutive explanations, remember, are simply those explan-
ations of actions which, even when available, are not explanations whose
availability is what makes actions actions. Not all non-constitutive explan-
ations are on a par, however, for, given the nature of the constitutive
explanation of an action, the availability of certain non-constitutive
explanations will be a mark of excellence in action, where the standard
of excellence is internal to action itself. One such non-constitutive explan-
ation is implicit in what's been said already. For when an agent does what
he does not just because he is instrumentally rational to the extent that he
is, but because, as it happens, the extent to which he is instrumengally
rational is fifly, then his action, though no more or less an action than it
would have been if he had acted but been less than fully instrumentally
rational, is better in a distinctive sense. It is better in the sense that it is the
product of a better specimen of one of its constitutive causes.

What I want to argue now is that an agent’s being fully rational — not
just fully instrumentally rational, but fully rational both instrumentally
and in such other departments of rationality as there are as well — can also
figure in a non-constitutive explanation of his action. If this is right then it
follows that the availability of an explanation of this kind will be the mark
of an even better kind of action. For such an action will be the product of
perhaps the very best specimen of one of its constitutive causes. In order
to see that this is so, however, we must first remind ourselves about the
argument that Hempel gave in favor of his schema for the explanation
of action.

Hempel’s argument, you'll recall, was that absent the assumption that
an agent is rational there is no reason 0 expect him to respond in the way
a rational agent would to the fact that he has certain desires and means-
end beliefs. But note that a parallel line of argument shows that consti-
tutive explanations of rational beliefs — these are explanations of beliefs in
virtue of which they count as rational beliefs — must conform to a very
similar schema:

A was in a situatdon of type D

A was a rational subject

Iz a situation of ype I any rational subject will believe that p
Therefore A rationally believed that p

Imagine that A is in some type-D situation that makes the third premise
of the schema come out true. At the most general level, perhaps we can
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describe this as a situation in which a conclusive reason to believe that p is
available, where a conclusive reason to believe that p may be some set of
further facts — some facts that q and 1 — that bear evidentially on whether
p. Absent the explicit assumption that A is a rational subject — this is the
second premise in the schema - the most that we can derive from the fact
that he was in a type-D situation, and that in such a sitcuation any rational
subject will believe that p, is that the rational thing for A to believe in that
situation is p. In order to derive the conclusion that A in fact rationally
believes that p we must add the further substantive claim that he is
rational. By parity of reasoning from the case of action explanation, then,
it follows that when subjects form rational beliefs, their being rational —
that is to say, their possession and exercise of the capacity to revise their
beliefs in a rational manner — plays a crucial causal role. And this in turn
suggests that a further distinctive non-constitutive explanation of action is
possible.

Imagine that some agent desires to {say) illuminate a room and that
there is available a conclusive reason to believe that moving his finger
against a switch will achieve that result. Tmagine furcher that the agent
forms the belief that moving his finger against a switch will illuminate che
room precisely because of the availability of this conclusive reason — in
other words, suppose he possesses and exercises the capacity to revise his
beliefs in a rational manner — and that his desire and belief causes his
finger to move against the switch in the right way. In that case we can
explain his finger movement by citing not just his desire and belief — this
is ail that is required for a constitutive explanation of his action - but also
by citing his desire and the fact that he rationally believes that moving his
finger against the switch will illuminate the room. To be sure, this isn't a
constitutive explanation. An agent’s finger movement against a switch
may be an action whether the belief that causes it is rational or irrational.
But it is an explanation that may sometimes be available none the less.

We can represent this kind of non-constitutive explanation of an action
in terms of 2 modified version of figure 1 (figure 2).

The “=" in figure 2, like the “+7, represents the agent’s possession and
exercise of a rational capacity. The only difference is that whereas the “+”
represents the possession and exercise of the capacity to be instrumentally
rational, the “=>” represents the possession and exercise of the capacity
to revise his beliefs in a rational manner. The “=" and the “+” thus
represent the operation of different departments of rationality.

The non-constitutive explanation represented in figure 2 is distinctive
for much the same reason as a non-constitutive explanation of action in
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available conclusive reason  =>  means-ends

to means-end believe belief
+ - bodily movement

desire for

an end

Figure 2. A Humean account of 2 distincrive non-constitutive explanation of action

terms of the agent’s being fully instrumentally rational is distinctive. It is
distinctive because an action so explained is the product of a better
specimen of onc of its constitutive causes. An action caused not just by
the agent’s possession and exercise of the capacity to be insuumentally
rational, but also by his possession and exercise of the capacity to revise his
beliefs in a rational manner, is an action that is caused by an even beteer
specimen of the underlying psychological state of being rational in all of
its departments than is an action that cannot be so explained. The agent of
such an action is, after alf, more fully rational. This is what's reflected by
the availability of the distincrive non-constitutive explanation represented
in figure 2.

At the beginning of this section I said that my aim is to argue that an
agent’s being folly radonal — not just fully instrumentally ratiopal, but
fully rational both instrumentally and in such other departments of
rationality as there are as well — can also figure in a distinctive non-
constitutive explanation of his action. Is that argument now complete? In
other words, is the non-constitutive explanation represented in figure 2
the only such distinctive non-constitutive explanation of an action that
there can be? The issue that we must address in providing an answer to
this question literally leaps off the page when we look at figure 2. What
about the desire for an end? Is it too susceptible to explanation in much
the same way as the means-end belief?

Hume would of course insist that it is not. As he puts it:

tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the
scratching of my finger. "Tis not contrary to reason for me to chuse my total ruin,
to prevent the least uneasiness of an Indian or person wholly unknown to me.
*Tis as little contrary to reason to prefer even my own acknowledg’d lesser good
to my greater, and have 2 more ardent affection for the former than the latter . ...
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In short, a passion must be accompany’d with some false judgement, in order to
its being unreasonable; and even then ’tis not the passion, properly speaking,
which is unreasonable, bus the judgement. (Hume 1978: 416)

In other words, as Hume sees things the only kind of irrational desire is an
irrational fmstrumental desire, where, as we have seen, an instrumental
desire is simply a non-instrumental desire and means-end belief that have
been brought together by an agent’s exercise of his capacity to be instru-
mentally rational. The irrationality of an instrumental desire, according to
Hume, resides in the irrationality of the means-end belief that partially
constitutes it. He thus draws the radical conclusion that there is no such
thing as a rational non-instrumental desire. Desires for ends cannot be
either rational or irrational.

Hume seems to think that this radical conclusion follows from the fact
that, whereas beliefs can be true or false — true beliefs are those whose
contents represent the world as being the way it is, false beliefs are those
whose contents fail to so represent the world — a desire “is an original
existence . . . and contains not any representative quality” (Hume 1978:
415). Desires for ends can be satisfied or unsatisfied, but not true or
false. Bur it is hard to see why Hume should think that the conclusion
follows from the premise. What is the connection supposed to be between
a psychological state that can be true or false and a psychological state that
can be rational or irrational? This question is somewhat urgent because,
on the face of it, notwithstanding the fact that desires for ends cannot be
true or false, it seems that a parallel line of argument to those already
discussed in the case of action and rational belief would suffice to show
thar there are constitutive explanations of rational desires for ends. These
are explanations of desites for ends in virtue of which, and conwary to
Hume, they count as rational desires for ends.

The parallef line of argument I have in mind appeals to the following
Hempelian schema:

A was in a situation of type E

A was a rational subject

In a situation of type E any rational agent will desire the end thar q
Therefore A rationally desired the end that g

The crucial premise in this schema is of course the third. What exactly is a
type-E situation? Borrowing from the Hempelian schema in the case of
rational belief, we might suppose that a type-E situation is one in which
a conclusive reason to desire the end that q is available. Here is where
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Hume would presumably dig in his heels. For, he might ask, what is it for
there to be a conclusive reason to desire the end that 2 We understand
what conclusive reasons #o believe are because reasons to believe are simply
considerations that bear on the truch of the thing believed. But whar are
we to make of reasons o desive some end?

The trouble is, however, that there is an obvious answer to this
question. To be sure, a reason fo believe is a consideration that bears on
the truth of the thing believed, but that’s simply because what such a
reason is is a reason fo believe. Desires for ends cannot be true or false,
rather they can be satisfied or unsatisfied. It therefore follows that reasons
1o desire ends, if such there be, will be considerations that bear not on truch
or falsehood, but rather on the satisfaction of the desired ends. Thus, just
as the question we must ask ourselves in figuring out whar reasons there
are to believe what we believe is whether there are considerations that bear
on how we currently take it that things are, so the question that we ask
ourselves in figuring out whether there are reasons to desire what we desire
is whether there are considerations that bear on how we currently twake it
that things are to be. The mere fact that a reason to believe is a consider-
ation that bears on the truth of the thing believed thus has no bearing on
whether there is anything else for a reason to be except a consideration
that bears on the truth of the thing for which it is a reason.

Hume's argument also seems, to me at least, to be somewhat disingenu-
ous. The first time we all heard about {say} Thomas Nagel’s wonderful
book The Possibility of Alsruism (1970), we knew exactly what the point of
the book was. It was supposed to lay out a number of considerations that
provide reasons for desiring the end that people not suffer excruciating
pain. The considerations were things like: that we each take ourselves to
have a reason not to suffer excruciating pains when we have them; that the
reason-giving feature of the pains that we suffer when we have them scem
to be internal to the excruciating pains themselves, having to do with their
intrinsic nature, not with the fact that the pains are present to us; that it
follows from this that the intrinsic nature of our own future excruciating
pains are reason-giving; and that it follows from this that the intrinsic
nature of other people’s pains are reason-giving, too. Whether we found
Nagel’s argument convincing once we read and thought about it is
unimportant. What's important is rather that we immediately understood
what his argument was supposed to be an argument for. Moreover
I assume that when Hume wrote, he too had read books that attempted
to do what Nagel atcempts to do, and that he too understood what it was
that they wese attempting to do.
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In terms of the Hempelian schema, what Nagel’s book purports to
provide is an elaborate specification of a type-E situation: a range of
considerations which are such thar any rational person who appreciates
them will end up desiring the end that people not suffer excruciating pain.
But of course, as the Hempelian schema makes plain, even if Nagel is
right and an agent A is in such a type-E situation, absent the additional
premise that A is a rational subject — this is the second premise in the
schema — we will be unable to derive the conclusion that A rationally
desires the end that people not suffer excruciating pain. Absent this
premise, all we can conclude is that the end that people not suffer
excruciating pain is the rational thing for the subject to desire as an end
in such a type-E situation. By parity of reasoning from the cases of action
explanation and rational belief explanation, then, we are forced to con-
clude that, if indeed it is possible for subjects to form rational desires for
ends, as Nagel’s book argues that it is, then their being rational — that is to

say, their possession and exercise of the capacity to revise their desires ina

rational manner — must play a crucial explanatory role.

This suggests thar there may therefore be a distinctive anti-Humean
kind of non-constitutive explanation of an action, a kind we can represent
in terms of the following modified version of figure 2 {figure 3).

The ‘= in figure 3, like the “=>”, represents the agent’s possession and
exercise of a rational capacity. The difference berween the “=” and the
“=>" is simply that, whereas the “=>” represents the possession and exercise
of the capacity to revise beliefs in a rational manner, the ‘= represents the
capacity to revise desires for ends in a rational manner. The =%, the “=", and
the “+” each represent the operation of different departments of rationality.

What figure 3 suggests is that we might explain (say) an agent’s
performing some bodily movement that he believes will cause the relief
of some other person’s excruciating pain by citing the fact that he
rationally desives the end that people not suffer excruciating pain. Such
would be the case if (say) Nagel were right and the agent in question came
to desire the end that people not suffer after being convinced by whart he
says in The Possibility of Altruism. To be sure, such an explanation is non-
constitutive. A bodily movement performed by an agent who desires the
end that people not suffer excruciating pain and believes that that bodily
movement will relieve someone else’s excruciating pain may be an action
whether the desire is rational or irrational. Bug, if Nagel is right, it is an
explanation that may sometimes be available none the less.

Note that the non-constitutive explanation represented in figure 3, if
such there be, is distinctive in that an action that can be so explained is the
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available conclusive reason =  means-ends

{0 means-end believe belief

+ -y bodily movement

available conclusive reason =  desire for
t0 desire an end an end

Figure 3. An Anti-Humean account of a distinctive non-constirutive
explanation of action

product of an even better specimen of one of its constitutive causes than
one that cannot be so explained. An action caused not just by the agent’s
possession and exercise of the capacity to be instrumentally rational and
his possession and exercise of the capacity to revise his beliefs in a rational
manner — this is what is represented in figure 2 - but also by his possession
and exercise of the capacity to revise his desires for ends in a rational
manner, as in figure 3, is an action that is caused by an even berter
specimen of the psychological state of being rational in all of its depare-
ments. The agent of such an action is more fully rational: indeed, it seems
that he may be as fully rational as he can be, as there doesn’t seem to be
anything that is a further candidate for rational explanation.

Of course, nothing that I have said shows that Nagel is right, or that
anyone else arguing for a similar conclusion is right, and hence nothing
that I have said shows that there are non-constitutive explanations of the
distinctive kind represented in figure 3. What I have been concerned to
show is simply that we can make sense of their possibility: the mere
face that beliefs can be true or false, whereas desires for ends cannot, goes
no way towards showing that such explanations do not exist. The discus-
sion has, however, been instructive, because it suggests how we might
make progress on the more substantive issue of whether any such non-
constitutive explanations do exist. What the discussion suggests is that
believers and disbelievers in the possibility of non-constitutive explan-
ations of the distinctive kind represented in figure 3 should focus their
attention on the crucial third premise of the final Hempelian schema: the
claim that there is some type of situetion, E, such that, in a situation of
that type any fully rational agent will desire the end that q. What the
believers desperately need to provide are concrete examples of Es and gs
that make this claim seem credible, examples that make it clear that it is
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rationality that is ar issue, not some other form of evaluation. And what
the disbelievers need to provide, if they want to argue against the very
possibility of such explanations, is some argument, radically different from
Hume’s own, for supposing that the search for such examples is quixotic.
Speaking for myself, I am not sure that either side enters this debate
with the upper hand. The substantive issue about the rational status of
non-instrumental desires that divides those who follow Hume from those
_who oppose him seems to me to be wide open (though contrast the
optimistic argument in Smith 1994, chapter 6, with the more pessimistic
line of argument in Smith 2006). And this in turn means that it is wide
open what exactly the scope is for providing non-constitutive explanations
of actions in terms of agents’ being rational.

CHAPTER 5§

Practical competence and fluent agency*

Peter Railton

INTRODUCTION

My first attempts to drive a car were torture — for myself, my older
brother (who unwisely had agreed to help teach me), and the family
car. The car had a’manual transmission and clutch, and we bucked and
lurched around town. Each intersection, even cach gear shift, posed a
challenge that demanded my full attention — if only I could have given it.
Instead, my mind was churning with embarrassment at my incompetence,
driven to fever pitch by the chorus of horns that greeted me each time
I stalled in traffic. I could barely follow the simplest directions from my
brother, and his occasional attempts to calm things down with conversa-
tion fell on deaf ears. Despite himself, he groaned quietly as I ground the
gears and lugged the engine.

Like everyone, I eventually I got the hang of diiving — the way we
eventually get the hang of talking, eating without a bib, telling a joke
without ruining it, finding our way in a strange city, or politely discour-
aging an over-eager salesman. What had changed about me as a driver?
Not my rationality. It was not irrational of me to drive when I was so
annoyingly clumsy at it — I had to learn, and there was no other way.
My driving was incompetent, but not really dangerous. True, 1 was
responding badly to the available reasons. So I was not a good detector
of or responder to reasons. But not out of irrationality. Believe me, 1 was
squeezing whatever 1 could out of reason alone.

What changed was my competence ot fluency as a driver. As I gradually
acquired the component skills and gained confidence in my ability,

* 1 would like to express my appreciation to the editors of this volume, David Sobel and Steven Wall,
as well as 1o those who attended the 2006 Bowling Green conference on Practical Reason, for
helpful comments and criticisms. As always, I owe a special debt o my colleagues Elizabech
Anderson and Allan Gibbard, and also w my former colieagues Stephen Darwall and David
Velleman. Richard Nisbett helped introduce me to recent work in cognitive social psychology,
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